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Abstract

A small group of faculty, staff, and administrators, known as the Online Learning Community (OLC), were
collectively interested in enriching online learning at a Jesuit university. With a culture at this Jesuit and Mercy
university driven by face-to-face (F2F) learning, the first step was to assess students’ perceptions of online
learning from students who have taken online courses at the university. The survey, guided by best instructor
practices in online learning and Jesuit philosophy, traditions, and concepts, was designed to explore students’
perceptions, experiences, and practices in online learning. Students (N=484) self-enrolled in the study and
included students from all the colleges in the university and across four campuses. The most notable response
in the data was students’ (72%) desire for more online learning opportunities at the host university. The
freedom and flexibility afforded in online classes was prevalent in students’ open-ended statements about
online learning but students additionally emphasized the importance of instructor qualities of being organized
in course delivery, availability, and effective communication skills. In this study, OLC members sought to
place students’ perceptions at the core of efforts to inform online learning at this Jesuit and Mercy university.
The findings enrich and demonstrate linkages with core Jesuit traditions and concepts.
Background Information
In the spring of 2019, a group of faculty, staff, and
administrators at a Catholic university began
meeting as a learning community (LC). This
university is a member of the Association of Jesuit
Colleges and Universities (AJCU) in higher
education in the United States. The LC was
initiated by an instructor with over 20 years of
teaching experience and 13 years exclusive to
online pedagogy in an online graduate nursing
program at the host university. Being able to
educate nurses from across the United States and
in Canada to deliver expert, holistic nursing care
for vulnerable older adults was a primary reason to

provide a 100% online format. This instructor has
experienced success with program achievements
of consecutive years of 100% pass rates from
graduates on national certification examinations,
very positive student satisfaction reports, and
student testimonials of personal growth,
commitment to serving others, and social justice
efforts that emanate from being a student in the
program. From this instructor’s perspective,
successes were due to the personalized care
afforded every student from admission to
graduation and as alumni when support is still
needed. Graduates return the favor by functioning
as volunteer mentors for current students. Overall,
this instructor perceived the use of Jesuit values
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(cura personalis, the magis, discernment) as routine in
the conduct of this online program. Discernment
(stemming from this instructor’s own experience
in the Ignatian Spiritual Exercises) is a tool used to
develop deeper thinkers and change agents of care
for the health of populations of patients. In
totality, witnessing great achievements among
graduates from this online program led this
instructor to urge the host university forward with
an LC to investigate online learning at this Jesuit
and Mercy university and ultimately demonstrate
how Jesuit values impact the online learning
experience. The initiative received a small grant to
move forward.
An LC is an intentionally created group designed
to foster community and communication through
formal and informal meetings and learning
opportunities.1 The members of this LC, known as
the Online Learning Community (OLC), were
collectively interested in enriching online learning
at the host university. Because the culture at this
particular university is driven by face-to-face (F2F)
learning, it was determined that the first step
should be an assessment of students’ perceptions
of online learning from students who have taken
online courses at the university. Thus, the OLC
members designed a study to learn more about the
university’s students’ experiences and perceptions
of online education to inform our Jesuit
educational philosophy. OLC members hoped to
gather information on students’ perceptions to
help instructors and administrators discern their
own perceptions of online learning, again in a
predominantly F2F university setting. This study
illustrates the OLC’s first step to enriching Jesuit
traditions in online pedagogy and growing online
learning opportunities at the host university.
Literature Review
To our knowledge, a study on students’
perceptions of online learning in the Jesuit
traditions does not exist. Thus, key concepts in
successful online learning were reviewed to guide
the formation of this study as well as Jesuit
philosophy, perspectives, and concepts that would
be important in online learning at a Jesuit
institution of higher education—the host
university.

Best Practices in Online Learning
Key concepts presented in the online literature are
associated with instructor qualities—social
presence, organizational skills, and effective
communication. In a virtual classroom, the social
presence by instructors is crucial for establishing a
positive learning environment—where a digital
communication space is developed as the setting
for online pedagogy. In online learning,
knowledge is created and transferred virtually as a
result of finding solutions and working together
toward common goals (meeting course objectives
and personal goals).2 Through the active presence
of the instructor, information is readily shared and
students inclined to be more engaged in the
learning process. This is an important recipe for
successful online learning.
Besides social presence, students are more likely to
have a successful online experience if the online
environment is well organized.3 Thus,
organizational skills by the instructor and in
course design are critical. 4 This requires a seamless
course navigation where students can readily and
easily access the information they need in an
online course. Through structured course design
and course planning, the instructor actively guides
students through the course from the first day. 5
This additionally includes a well-structured
syllabus and instruction that complements the
organization of online content.6 The syllabus
needs to provide clear expectations and directions
to students in accomplishing course objectives and
requirements. In this regard, the need for clear
communication in the course syllabus and at the
virtual site is critical for students to stay abreast of
course requirements and expectations. Thus, it is
not enough to be socially present alone, but to
also be well-organized in all aspects of an online
course.
Finally, online instructors must incorporate
optimal communication skills for success in online
learning.7 Students feel connected to the course
when instructors communicate with them on a
routine basis and students expect frequent
communication and feedback from the instructor. 8
Being available and communicating frequently
with students is associated with a positive online
learning environment. 9 Overall, the literature
supports the importance of ongoing instructor
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presence and engagement with students, a wellorganized course, and ongoing and effective
communication.

Jesuit Philosophy, Perspectives, and Concepts
That Inform Online Learning
There are three important Jesuit concepts to
consider in online learning: (1) care of the whole
person (cura personalis), (2) striving to do more for
God and for our neighbors (the magis), and (3) the
formation of strong character through
discernment. These Jesuit values continuously
frame the teaching-learning experience and are
reflected in students’ achievement of learning
objectives and whole person formation. The
succeeding section provides a description of these
values and how they assist in informing online
learning and their contribution to the design of
this study as noted in that section of this paper.
Cura personalis is a Latin phrase meaning “care for
the person.” People need to be treated as
individuals taking into account their unique
differences. 10 The role of instructors in a Jesuit
university goes beyond articulating course content
but additionally incorporates the attributes of
caring, empathetic mentoring, and relationshipbuilding.11 Finally, in the practice of cura personalis,
developing trust between the instructor and
student is of prime importance. Thus, the need for
engagement and effort to communicate with and
get to know online students is vital to
implementing this value.
The magis is a Latin word that means “more,” and
it expresses the ideal of always seeking what gives
more glory to God and would be the better choice
and have a better impact on the world.12 Jesuit
institutions reflect upon the importance of serving
the people with the utmost concern to uplift
spirits and glorify God through students’ actions
in helping others. An instructor’s preparation,
training, and continuous improvement in the
conduct of an online course builds efforts
exemplifying the Jesuit value of the magis in
striving to do more for God and others. For these
reasons, students’ perceptions of instructor
qualities related to online offerings at any Jesuit
institution of higher education would be
important information so instructors can better
meet students’ needs. With this information,
instructors can modify their approach and courses

to better guide students towards the magis in their
own uniqueness towards the universal good.13
Finally, the magis is about action or mobility and
going where the needs of others are, so being
accessible to learners who need online options
who might otherwise not be able to access
programs is important. 14
Discernment is a process that helps one to seek
God’s direction for guidance in one’s daily life. 15 It
is an important habit for instructors and students
to engage in regularly. Discernment is a prayerful
“pondering” or “mulling over” of the options
facing oneself—options to understand in one’s
heart as God might see them.16 In online learning,
students are faced with a unique set of challenges
adjusting to the demands of online learning rather
than F2F learning. Self-motivation is important
for students in online courses when showing up
for coursework each week is self-determined
rather than a specific day, time, and classroom as
in F2F learning. For instructors, setting up a
successful online course is contingent upon clarity,
communication, organization, direction, guidance,
and social presence provided by instructors.17
Regular discernment becomes important for
online instructors as they make important
decisions on how best to deliver courses online
and meet students’ needs for whole person
development, virtually.
Purpose of the Study
Overall, using key concepts for instructors in
online learning and Jesuit education philosophy,
the study was designed with the hope of enriching
online learning at the host university and
providing an opportunity for replicability in other
Jesuit institutions of higher education. Specifically,
the purpose of the study was to: 1) understand
students’ perceptions and experiences in taking
online courses at the host university located in the
Midwestern region of the United States, 2)
develop further strategies utilizing Jesuit
educational philosophy and traditions to inform
and enrich online learning, and 3) increase the
viability of the university’s online programs.
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Methods

taking online courses related to the key concepts
of social presence, organization of course content,
and effective communication.

Data Collection and Sample
The sample student population consists of
approximately 5,080 students. Data were collected
via an anonymous survey during the spring of
2019. Participants (N=484) were self-selected
from the undergraduate and graduate student
population from all four campuses using multiple
methods: an email announcement to all the
student listservs, a link on the Learning
Management System (LMS)(Blackboard) home
page, and flyers posted in the departments and
buildings with QR codes that could be scanned
with a cell phone and would take students directly
to the survey. All students enrolled at the
university were invited to participate.
The study received Institutional Review Board
approval from the host university. Online consent
was presented before starting the survey, and only
students 18 years old and older were allowed to
participate. All survey data were non-sensitive
information regarding the respondents’
perceptions toward online learning as well as their
personal experiences in online courses. The survey
was anonymous; no identifiable information about
the students was collected, and the results of the
study were reported in aggregate form. The survey
took approximately 20 minutes for respondents to
complete. Descriptive statistics were used to
present the respondents’ demographic profile and
characteristics. Student respondents had the
opportunity to be entered in a drawing to win a
gift card through a link at the end of the survey.
Three gift cards were issued at the end of the
study.

Survey Instrument and Design
The survey was created by the OLC with the
purpose of being student-centered. The survey
was composed of four sections: demographic
information, internet use, perceptions, and
experience. We specifically assessed access to the
internet and technical skill level, reason for
choosing online learning, online learning past
experience, assistance needed in taking online
courses, important instructor qualities, online
learning modes of communication, online versus
F2F courses, perceived need for more fully online
programs, and an array of questions related to

In the spirit of cura personalis, the following
questions were crafted: assistance needed in online
classes, preferred means of communication from
instructors, need for more fully online programs,
perception of difficulty of online courses,
comparison on workload (F2F and online), and
reasons for choosing an online course. This
information would assist instructors to find
avenues that promote whole person growth in
learning.
To discern students’ perceptions about how they
feel about online courses at the host university,
students were asked to respond to questions
ranging from enjoyment in taking online classes to
helpfulness and availability of online instructors
and several open-ended items. In our own (OLC
members) discernment of online learning over
traditional F2F pedagogy, we wanted to be sure to
identify any deeper, humanistic concerns or needs
by students that might get missed in the survey
questions. Affording students open-ended items
to express what they liked most and least allowed
for this level of sharing to better understand the
human experience in online pedagogy. Specifically,
we asked: What do you like most about taking
online classes? What do you like least about taking
online classes? Overall, how well does the host
university support and facilitate online learning?
Why or why not? Overall, the survey included 31
questions.
The survey was hosted in Baseline, part of the
Campus Labs suite, and was designed to
customize to the experience of the individual
respondent; specific answers would either include
or skip further questions. This branching logic
helped to ensure the integrity of the data. For
example, students who had never taken an online
class would skip the questions about their
experience in online classes and only be asked
about their perceptions, while students who
identified as unemployed would not be asked
about hours worked. Due to this format, the
sample size fluctuated throughout the survey. The
design of the survey is shown in Figure 1.
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Internet Use, Access, and Technical Skill
Level

Figure 1. Study Design

Statistical Analyses
Data were analyzed using the Baseline data
analysis tool and Excel. The open-ended items
were analyzed using qualitative methods.18
Specifically, the OLC carefully read through all
responses to the open-ended items for
redundancy, patterns, and irregularities in
relationship to the quantitative data to develop
categories that fit together. A color-coded display
that included similar phrases from students was
created. Through this visualization, the OLC
determined key concepts and conclusive
statements for the open-ended items at >90%
agreement.
Results

Respondents’ Characteristics
Four hundred and eighty-four students
participated in the study. The demographic
characteristic of the sample is presented in Table
1. Typical respondents were female (71.4%)
between 18-22 years old (54.1%), white (59.9%),
followed by African American (14.5%), employed
(56.4%), and worked between 11-30 hours per
week (43.6%). Nearly 69% resided off campus,
were single (83.3%), and without dependents
(80.5%). While all schools/colleges and levels of
students were represented in the study, the main
proportion of respondents were 3rd and 4th year
students (35%) and attended the schools/colleges
of engineering/science (22.2%) and health
professions/nursing (22.2%).

The devices used by respondents to access school
related work are presented in Figure 2. A large
majority of the respondents (89.94%, n = 420)
used their personally owned laptop to access the
internet for school related work, followed by the
use of their cell phones (61.03%, n = 285). The
respondents’ primary Wi-Fi access for school
related work was home (59.74%, n = 279),
followed by the use of university Wi-Fi (36.40%, n
= 170). A high number of the respondents
(47.54%, n = 222) considered their computer skills
as “great,” while 43.25% (n = 202) described their
skills as “good.”
Figure 2. Devices Used by Respondents (n = 467)

Reasons for Choosing Online Classes
The respondents’ reasons for choosing online
classes are presented in Figure 3. One of the main
reasons the respondents (29.87%, n = 135)
indicated was that F2F did not fit into their
schedule, followed by less need to go to campus
(19.25%, n = 87).
Figure 3. Reasons to Choose Online Classes (n = 452)
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Table 1. Respondents’ Characteristics
Demographic characteristic
Gender
Male
Female
Age
18-22
23-29
30-34
35-40
40-50
Above 50
Ethnicity
White
Hispanic or Latino
Black or African American
Native American or
American Indian
Asian/Pacific Islander
Prefer not to say
Other
Employment Status
Employed
Unemployed
Hours of work in a week
Less than 10
11-30
31-40
40 or more
Place of residence
Off campus
On campus
Other
Marital status
Single
Married or living with a longterm partner
Dependents living with you
Yes
No
Student Rank
1st Year
2nd Year
3rd Year
4th Year
5th Year or beyond
Graduate Student
College
Architecture
Business Administration
Eng & Science
Health Professions/Nursing
Law
Dentistry
Lib Arts & Education
Other

n

%

136
346

28.10
71.49

262
130
24
19
25
24

54.17
26.86
4.96
3.93
5.17
4.96

290
29
68
0

59.92
5.99
14.5
0

54
23
20

11.16
4.75
4.13

273
211

56.40
43.60

56
116
34
60

21.05
43.61
12.78
22.56

324
102
47

68.50
21.56
9.94

394
79

83.30
16.70

92
381

19.45
80.55

85
70
95
72
16
136

17.97
14.80
19.87
15.22
3.38
28.75

21
48
105
105
21
76
89
11

4.44
10.15
22.20
22.20
4.44
16.07
18.82
2.33

Note. N = 484
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Online Learning Experience

Figure 5. Important Instructor Qualities

Prior to coming to the university, 54.60% (n =
255) of the respondents had taken a fully online
class, while 45.40% (n = 212) had not. A fully
online class in this study was defined as a class
that has no F2F instructor interaction whatsoever.
Of the respondents, 35% had taken a total of 1-2
fully online courses in total while 34% had taken
3-4 courses. When asked how many fully online
courses they had taken at the host university, 38%
(n = 182) reported “0” while another 38% (n =
180) reported “1” or “2”.

Assistance Needed in Online Classes
Respondents were asked which kind of assistance
they would need if they were to take another
online class (See Figure 4). Nearly half of the
respondents (49.63%, n = 135) indicated the need
for assistance with computer literacy (basic
computer use) followed by extended technical
support hours between 5pm and midnight
(43.01%, n = 117). Other common responses
were: online access to tutoring or other academic
support (41.18%, n = 112), accessing the library
and online databases/research assistance (37.50%,
n = 102), and assistance navigating and using the
LMS (32.35%, n = 88).

Online Learning Communication
The preferred means of communication from
instructors is presented in Figure 6. Respondents
were asked about their preferred communication
method from their instructor in a fully online
class. The majority of respondents (61.06%, n =
276) indicated email communications, and the
second most common form was Blackboard
announcements (30.09%, n = 136). As for the
preferred way to communicate with their
classmates in a fully online class, 35.62% (n = 161)
indicated through the Blackboard message board
while 32.74% (n = 148) indicated through text
message.
Figure 6 Communication with Instructors

Figure 4. Assistance Needed in Online Classes

Online Versus F2F on Workload

Important Instructor Qualities
Respondents’ expectation of instructors is
presented in Figure 5. Respondents identified the
top three instructor qualities in an online course as
being organized (75.22%, n = 340), fast response
to emails/student contact (66.15%, n = 299), and
knowledgeable about content (56.42%, n = 255).

One component of the survey was to have the
respondents compare the workload of F2F and
online courses. The majority of respondents
(59.56%, n = 162) indicated “about the same
amount of time to complete the work,” followed
by “more time to complete the work” (23.16%, n
= 63), and “less time to complete the work”
(17.28%, n = 47).
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Need for More Fully Online
Classes/Programs
Regarding a question as to whether or not the
host university should have more fully online
programs and classes, a majority of respondents
(72.35%, n = 327) indicated “yes” while 27.65% (n
= 125) indicated “no.”

Perception of Difficulty
Respondents were asked if they perceived online
courses to be more difficult, about the same level
of difficulty, or less difficult than F2F classes. The
majority 56.19% (n = 254) responded “about the
same” while 25.22% (n = 114) indicated “more
difficulty” with online classes.

Level of Agreement on General Questions
about Online Learning
Respondents’ level of agreement on 12 questions
about online learning was assessed. These
questions ranged from enjoyment in taking online
classes to helpfulness and availability of online
instructors. In general, students had a positive
level of agreement on their responses. However,
one question asked (Q8) respondents if they
spend a lot of time teaching themselves when they
are in an online class; 35.29% (n = 96) “agreed”
and 31.25% (n = 85) “strongly agreed.” A
summary of responses pertaining to students’ level
of agreement on general questions about taking
online classes is presented in Table 2.

Open-Ended Data
Three open-ended items were asked on the
survey. The first question asked what students like
most about taking online classes. Of the 252
student responses, the most common words used
were “flexibility” and “freedom.” Flexibility and
freedom were described in terms of logistics or
being able to complete courses from home or
elsewhere and on their own time and pace: “The
freedom to do the work wherever and whenever I
want” or “I like to use virtual resources at a pace
convenient to me.” Freedom from going to F2F
classes and/or commuting to campus were
reasons for preferring online learning: “Not
having to drive to class and I can fit in time to do
my online homework on my lunch breaks at
work.” Some students with heavier workloads and

commitments noted the flexibility of online
courses: “I have 18 credits every semester. There
should be a religion, philosophy, history, literature,
etc., offered online for nursing students,” or
“Taking online classes is really beneficial for
student athletes. During the season, certain classes
do not work with your schedule. When they are
online, it is extremely helpful." Finally, online
pedagogy was favorable to a student with a
disability that again conveys the flexibility in
learning online: “As a student with a disability,
online classes are a beneficial option. When I go
home and re-watch every single lecture, I get more
out of it because I can pause the recording and get
the supplemental information I need (look up
additional resources). Otherwise, sitting in class, it
goes in one ear and out the other.” Overall, the
flexibility and freedom of online learning is what
these students collectively liked the most.
The second question asked what students like the
least about online learning. There were 253
student responses. Comments were grouped into
two categories: (1) communication issues, and (2)
instructor issues. Communication issues centered
on confusion about instructions or due dates on
assignments, poor explanations on course topics,
and a lack of connection with the instructor and
other students: “The guidelines for the class and
assignments can be a bit too vague and more
difficult to network with other students because
there isn’t that F2F interaction.” Instructor issues
centered on qualities of the instructor. Instructor
qualities emphasized both organization and
communication skills: “You’re at the mercy of
your professor—if they are unorganized and
communicate poorly, then we suffer as a
consequence.” Additionally, students commented
on the importance of instructor availability: “If on
campus, you can access them daily.”
The last question asked about the host university
specifically in supporting and facilitating online
learning. Of the 241 student responses, there was
strong support: “The school does a good job with
its online offerings,” or, “I have no negative
comments—I enjoy my online courses.” Positive
statements were often instructor driven or
infrastructure related. An instructor’s ability to
communicate the content and expectations was an
important aspect: “clearly explains a topic online;”
“gives clear, precise directions;” “knows how to
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Table 2. Percentage and Frequency Scores on Level of Agreement
Level of Agreement

Strongly Agree
n
%

Agree
n

%

Neutral
n

%

Disagree
n
%

Strongly Disagree
n
%

Enjoy taking online classes

157

34.73

132

29.20

91

20.13

38

8.41

34

7.52

Using online courses is an
effective way to learn

129

28.54

158

34.96

103

22.79

35

7.74

27

5.97

Completing work online does
not take more time and effort
than it is worth

101

22.35

133

29.42

117

25.8

64

14.6

37

8.19

Instructors at the university
know how to be effective when
teaching online

85

31.25

108

39.71

48

17.65

18

6.62

13

4.7

My online instructor answered
questions and returned emails
and messages in a timely
manner

110

40.44

103

37.87

34

12.50

17

6.25

8

2.94

71

26.10

111

40.81

55

20.22

27

9.93

8

2.94

My online instructors
encourage and foster
community and cooperation in
the digital classroom

76

27.94

118

43.38

49

18.01

20

7.35

9

3.31

I spend a lot of time teaching
myself when I am in online
classes

85

31.25

96

35.29

57

20.96

29

10.66

5

1.84

I learn as much from an online
course as I do in a face to face
course

64

23.53

91

33.46

44

16.18

46

16.91

27

9.93

Instructor’s course structure,
content, and learning
explanations in the online
classroom are clear and
understandable

80

29.41

114

41.91

43

15.81

28

10.29

7

2.57

Written instructions for
assignments in online
classes are clear

90

33.09

103

37.87

52

19.12

22

8.09

5

1.84

The instructors in online
classrooms are available and
helpful when asked

97

35.66

107

39.34

48

17.65

18

6.62

2

0.74

The online classes at the
university have included
engaging activities and active
learning
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clarify things. In terms of infrastructure or
technology to support online learning, more
online offerings were supported: “They need more
online classes,” or “The technology and professor
support facilitate online learning.”
Of the smaller group of negative statements
towards online learning at the host university,
feeling isolated was expressed: “instructors can be
terribly difficult to reach and there is nothing I can
do about it;” “not feeling connected to my
classmates;” and “teaching myself.” Overall, most
felt that the host university supports and facilitates
online learning well.
Discussion
The unbiased data was collected before the
COVID-19 pandemic. In a predominant culture
of F2F learning at the host university, key findings
of the study were supportive of online learning:
the majority of students desired more online
learning opportunities; enjoyed taking online
classes; perceived this type of pedagogy as an
effective way to learn; agreed that instructors’
course structure, content, and learning
explanations in the online classroom were clear
and understandable; agreed that their online
instructor answered questions and returned email
and messages in a timely manner; felt instructors
to encourage and foster community in the virtual
classroom; and, overall, perceived the instructors
to be effective when teaching online.
However, students’ negative agreements to online
learning questions (Table 2) were between 12%
and 25% respectively—an opportunity for
improvement. It is also important that some
students felt alone in their learning experience.
Feeling socially isolated in online courses has led
some to withdraw from courses.19 This is
important to discern considering our Jesuit and
Mercy traditions of caring for the student
holistically and desire for whole person
development and support regardless of pedagogy.
This is an area in need of more attention and
research.
The open-ended items revealed that students
desire both freedom and flexibility in learning and
these were the most commonly reported

characteristics of what students liked the most
about online learning. Online courses benefitted
students with heavy workloads and competing
circumstances as well as those who enjoy the
option of re-listening or re-watching instructors’
presentations repetitively. Given that more than
half of students were working part or full-time in
our study, a statistic common among today’s
students, 20 it was not surprising to find students
wanting more flexibility in learning options.
However, students also reported issues associated
with online learning and feeling “at the mercy of
the instructor.” In other words, if the instructor
was unorganized, less engaged, less available, and
did not communicate well, the students found
these online experiences to be less desirable.
Overall, the findings are consistent with other
reports on important instructor qualities in online
learning.21 Online students desire courses that are
well-organized and instructors who are engaged
and respond quickly.22 Effective communication is
an expectation if instructors desire to achieve
educational success for online students.23 Thus,
overall, the study’s findings reinforce what the
literature has already addressed in regard to online
learning and student perceptions and promotes
the importance of certain instructor qualities for
success in online learning.
The second purpose of our study was to develop
strategies using Jesuit educational philosophy and
traditions to inform and enrich online learning.
Based on the findings, the university is supporting
growth in offering more online learning
opportunities and ensuring that instructors are
prepared and qualified to deliver online courses
effectively. In this regard, the university
community is doing more, the magis and meeting
students where they are in the learning process—
more online offerings and more instructor
support. The university has steadily grown over
the past year in its training programs for
instructors to enhance how to deliver content
online effectively. The enrollment in these training
programs has steadily risen in the last year. Most
instructors prefer online pedagogical training to be
effective online instructors.24 For instructors who
have spent their teaching careers in F2F
education, the results of the study suggest the
need to discern and carefully ponder next steps

Jesuit Higher Education 10(2): 57-69 (2021)

66

Ko et al.: Students’ Perception of Online Learning to Inform Jesuit Education
and actions that include new ways of engagement
with students using online technologies. By
invoking the Jesuit concept of cura personalis in
every aspect of an online course, care of the whole
person (students) can still be achieved. But more
work needs to be done and best practices shared
among instructors on how best to achieve this in
Jesuit education. We would never want any online
student to feel alone in their learning experience,
which was a finding in this study.
The third purpose of the study was to increase the
viability of the university’s online programs. Due
to the work of the OLC, the university is working
towards a clear vision for online learning. The
members of OLC presented the results of this
survey at the annual Colleague Development Day
event in fall 2019. The session prompted active
dialogue and discussion from administrators and
instructors. Thoughts that might lead to new
policies and strategies at the university were
explored such as more resources for students
taking online courses, more technical support, and
the need for instructor certification in online
teaching. The value of the OLC is apparent with
continuous funding of its efforts to promote
online learning support for instructors. For
example, as reflected in the Jesuit value of cura
personalis, the OLC sponsored a webinar during the
COVID-19 pandemic for instructors and staff to
provide mental and physical well-being resources
and training to combat the mental and physical
fatigue of online teaching and online meetings.
The webinar was well attended and received very
favorable responses from attendees. Additionally,
the OLC is actively developing online best
practice materials for instructors. The OLC
members are also supported through continuing
education opportunities with paid attendance at
national conferences on online best practices to
enhance their own knowledge and skills in
assisting the university in online learning. Thus,
the university is taking active steps towards
improving and growing online learning
opportunities. This study’s findings are the
motivation for more research. The OLC plans to
conduct a study of faculty perceptions of online
learning with special attention to Jesuit and Mercy
traditions in the online classroom setting.
Stemming from the founding member of the
OLC’s own experiences in online teaching in
graduate nursing, it will be an important next step

to identify how online learning in Jesuit and Mercy
traditions is distinct.
Finally, there are limitations to the study’s
findings. The sample for the study was selfselected and did not represent all colleges/schools
as the majority of respondents came from two
major colleges (health professions/nursing and
engineering/science). However, the demographics
do match closely to where the majority of online
courses and programs exist (health
professions/nursing, engineering/science, 3 rd and
4th level undergraduate students, and graduate
students). Yet, there is caution in generalizing the
results of this study at the host university or any
other Jesuit institution of higher education.
Conclusion
This study illustrates the OLC’s first step to
enriching Jesuit traditions in online pedagogy and
growing online learning opportunities at the host
university. Through this study, OLC members
sought to place students’ perceptions at the core
of its efforts—a reflection of the Jesuit value of
cura personalis. In return, we learned that students
were favorable towards online education being
delivered at the host university. Instructors’ course
organization, social presence, and timely
communication as well as the freedom and
flexibility associated with online learning were vital
qualities integral in students’ views towards
successful online learning. Sharing the results of
this study with other AJCU members is
imperative, so they too can benefit in improving
online learning. Through continuous integration
of Jesuit values, together, Jesuit higher education
can support the development of best practice
guidelines to promote more student-centered
online offerings.
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